Fetal heart rate response to milk predicts expression of the stretch response.
On the day before birth, rat fetuses respond to an intraoral infusion of milk with a stretch response that resembles the behavior of suckling pups at the nipple. Unlike the postnatal response, which occurs coincident with milk ejection, the fetal stretch occurs 3-5 min after milk infusion. Measurement of fetal heart rate (HR) is useful as a predictor of the fetal stretch response. Expression of the stretch response was preceded by a reduction in HR variability and a transient episode of bradycardia. Fetuses that did not stretch showed a delayed reduction in HR variability and no evidence of HR deceleration. Systematic changes in fetal HR may be indicative of changes in fetal state associated with milk infusion and the stretch response.